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The	 land	 rises	 to	dramatic	 ridges	and	mountains,	 and	 is	 cut	with	 small	
ravines,	fast	flowing	streams,	and	rivers.		They	have	a	territory	of	between	
ten	 and	 twenty	 thousand	 square	 kilometers,	 which	 their	 neighbors—






	 The	 Hoti	 are	 perhaps	 the	 most	 egalitarian	 people	 described	 in	
Amazonian	 ethnography.	 	 All	 Hoti	 people	 I	 asked	 agreed	 that	 there	
were	 no	 fundamental	 or	 essential	 differences	 in	 the	 capacities	 and	







understandings	 of	 the	nature	 of	 persons,	 and	of	humanity.	 	These	hold	
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that	maintaining	 egalitarian	 social	 relations	 in	 tranquil	 and	harmonious	















or	 violence.	 	One	 is	 not	 yowali	 if	 one	 is	 generous,	 quiet,	 reserved,	 and	
fearful	(idiyu).5
	 Despite	 their	 assertions	 of	 equivalence,	 their	 active	 egalitarianism,	




human	 beings	 of	 the	 always	 present,	 underlying,	 immanent,	 and	 causal	
shamanic	environment.		Shamanism,	whether	viewed	as	applied	to	positive	
or	negative	ends,	is	a	very	real	presence	in	the	world.		It	does	not	exist	as	
part	 of	 a	 special	 domain	 of	 experience,	 nor	 is	 it	 regarded	 as	 belonging	
to	a	 separate	 sphere	of	practice.	 	Everyone	has	a	 shamanic	aspect,	 their	
ho,	and	everyone	has	direct	access	to	the	shamanic	environment	through	
their	dreams,	 the	 raw	material	 of	 shamanism.	 	Before	going	 to	 sleep	 at	
night,	almost	all	adults	will	pack	a	strong	tobacco	mixture	in-between	their	
gum	and	lower	lip	in	order	to	make	their	dreams	more	vivid.		Most	Hoti	





they	have	 seen	 is	 very	 important	and	 that	 it	 is	 real	 (cf.	Santos-Granero	
2003).
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(čo ma hadï).	 	These	people	are	thought	to	have	close	relationships	with	








	 However,	 certain	 people,	 usually	 men	 though	 sometimes	 also	
women	 or	 even	 children,	 can	 become	 fear	 inducing.	 	 Through	 their	
skillful	 engagement	 with	 the	 beings	 of	 the	 mysterious,	 powerful,	 and	
transformational	 universe—the	 sources	 of	 fertility	 and	 disease—they	
acquire	powers	of	healing	and	death.		They	use	their	power	to	defend	their	




	 How	 do	Hoti	 people	 reconcile	 themselves	 to	 the	 apparent	 tension	
between	 their	 antihierarchical	 ethos	 and	 the	 unequal	 ability	 to	 wield	
shamanic	 power?	 	 The	 answer	 lies,	 I	 believe,	 in	 an	 understanding	 of	
the	 value	 placed	 upon	 “fearfulness”	 as	 an	 intrinsic	 and	 positive	 human	
characteristic.		In	this	essay	I	explore	the	moral	limits	of	the	use	of	fear,	as	
well	as	the	sanctions	that	mark	and	police	those	limits.		This	exploration	
of	 the	 aesthetics	 of	 fear	 is	 examined	 in	 the	 context	 of	Hoti	 cosmology	
and	 understandings	 of	 generosity	 and	 its	 abuse.	 	 Any	 discussion	 of	
shamanism	must	necessarily	touch	upon	its	ineffable,	polyvalent,	shifting,	
and	 transformational	natures.	 	 I	have	 attempted	 to	do	 this	 through	 the	
interweaving	 of	 a	 number	 of	 juxtaposed	 themes	 that	 need	 not,	 indeed	
probably	 cannot,	 be	 reconciled.	 	Among	 the	Hoti,	 those	who	 claim	 to	
wield	 shamanic	 powers	 engage	 in	 a	 dangerous	 and	 sometimes	 deadly	
political	game.
TRANSFORMATIONAL UNIVERSE
	 Shamanism	 is	 essential	 for	 Hoti	 people	 because	 of	 the	 nature	
and	uncertainties	 of	 the	 universe	 they	 inhabit.	 	 In	 common	with	many	
Amerindian	peoples,	 the	Hoti	describe	 a	multilayered,	 transformational	
3
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universe	 in	 which	 beings	 and	 objects	 cannot	 necessarily	 be	 known	 or	
understood	from	their	appearance.6		Rather,	the	true	nature	of	a	person,	
being,	or	object	can	come	to	be	known	as	a	result	of	their	actions	or	effects,	
































also	 called	 the	“animate	 thing	 inside	 the	heart”	 (kwo hu kwa ma ha),	or	
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outside	is	the	body,	which	clothes	the	soul	and	gives	each	being	its	distinctive	
characteristics	and	capacities.		Sometimes	these	anthropomorphic	beings	
(the	ho,	 plural hodï),	which	 are	 the	natures	 of	 their	 species,	 can	 inhabit	
other	 bodies,	 revealing	 themselves	 and	 their	 true	 natures	 through	 their	
characteristic	behaviors,	or	rather	through	the	uncharacteristic	behavior	of	
the	physical	form	they	inhabit.		
	 Importantly,	 there	 is	 no	 word	 in	Hoti	 for	 “body,”	 nor	 any	 concept	
corresponding	 to	 our	 notion	 of	 corporeality	 (cf.	Overing	 1997:2).	 	The	
Hoti	do	speak	of	the	“skin”	(hedodo),	and	will	describe	this	as	a	container,	
or	covering,	for	the	ho	within	(see	Belaunde	intra,	Lagrou	intra,	Rosengren 



























are	describing,	 in	 terms	of	 their	 lived	encounters	with	other	people,	 are	
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the	potential	 of	Amazonian	 cosmological	 knowledge	of	 individuals	 and	
bodies,	and	of	bodies	as	cosmos	(see	Isacsson	1993:70).
	 Shamans	 have	 the	 capacity	 to	 see	 simultaneously	 all	 the	 possible	
transformations	 of	 a	 being.	 	 They	 may	 also	 have	 the	 knowledge	 to	











	 The	 Hoti	 refer	 to	 people	 they	 believe	 to	 be	 particularly	 adept	












are	 also	heavy,	 say	 the	Hoti,	because	of	 the	 awesome	physical	power	of	
these	elements.	 	Equally,	“lightness”	 is	not	exclusively	a	characteristic	of	
incorporeal	beings.	 	Thus,	 jaguars	are	also	“light,”	because	they	leave	no	
tracks,	 except	 intentionally,	 and	 because	 they	 are	 either	 the	 pets	 of	 the	
6
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Forest	Elders,	the	čoaimo,	or	actually	are	the	Elders	themselves	in	jaguar	
form,	 or	 a	 transformed	 human	 shaman.	 	 Jaguars	 are	 special—they	 are	
always	associated	with	the	shamanic	environment.
	 Some	 people	 are	 born	 light,	 and	 display	 capacities	 for	 shamanism	
from	childhood.	 	However,	 it	 is	 the	case	for	everyone	that	as	they	grow	
older	 the	 boundary	 between	 waking	 and	 dreaming	 becomes	 less	 clear,	








that	 they	 can	perceive	 the	world	 of	 causality	 that	 underlies	 the	waking	







cause	 the	hodï	of	other	people,	particularly	 the	young,	 to	stray,	bringing	
illness	or	even	death.		Human	sorcery	can	strip	away	protection,	leaving	













selfish	ends	and	desires.	 	The	awéladï	 only	have	 the	opportunity	 to	kill	
if	a	person	is	deprived	of	the	protection	of	their	guardian	Forest	Elders.	
These	guardians	can	be	persuaded	or	tricked	into	abandoning	their	charges	
by	human	Light	Ones.	 	All	Outside	Beings	may	 react	 to	 those	human	
7
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emotions,	which	 the	Hoti	 describe	 as	 yowali.	 	 Feeling	 strong	 emotions	
can	endanger	 the	health	and	well-being	of	 those	around	you.	 	Discord,	








their	uncontrolled	 chaotic	 emotions,	 the	Light	Ones	 can	 channel	harm	
through	directed	violence.
SORCERY, GENEROSITY, AND HUMANITY
	 I	turn	now	to	a	number	of	examples	of	people	who	were	said	to	be,	
or	themselves	claimed	to	be,	Light	Ones.		A	shamanic	career	as	a	Light	
One	has	 a	 number	 of	 possible	 outcomes.	 	The	 example	 to	which	most	











as	well	 as	 bead	 necklaces	 and	 feather	 ornaments.	 	They	were	 behaving	
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suspicion	 that	Hoti	people	have	 for	members	of	different	 communities.	
He	boastfully,	but	also	often	playfully,	claimed	to	be	a	Light	One.		
Figure 1: Itë and family
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ABIYEMA AND ULI DEWA
	 When	 I	 questioned	 people	 in	 different	 settlements	 about	 violence	
there	was	general	agreement	that	this	was	a	characteristic	of	“other	people”	









actually	 a	 series	of	different	 interpretations	of	 the	 same	event,	 refracted	
through	the	slow	networks	of	gossip.		
	 I	 was	 eventually	 able	 to	 interview	 some	 of	 those	 actually	 involved	
in	 the	 fight.	 	What	 happened	 is	 largely	 not	 in	 dispute.	 	The	 different	
interpretations	revolve	around	motives	and	justification.		
	 The	 version	 of	 events	 that	 circulated	 around	 the	mission	 village	 at	




deaths	 and	 he	 became	 convinced	 that	Uli	Dewa	was	 responsible.	 	The	
raiders—at	least	two	of	Abiyema’s	sons,	two	women,	and	others—armed	
10
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with	lances	and	machetes,	arrived	outside	Uli	Haiye’s	house	at	night	and	
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	 Another	widespread	 version	 of	 the	 story	was	 that	Abiyema’s	 group	
was	visiting	Uli	Haiye,	principally	to	trade.		They	asked	for,	and	received,	
machetes,	 knives,	 and	 pans.	 	 But	 when	 they	 demanded	 blowguns	 Uli	













KUČO AND HANI KAMAYA
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Figure 4: Tamuha (left) trading for blow-gun reeds from Kučo (center)


















settled	 the	 strap	 across	 his	 forehead,	 and	 strode	 out	 of	 the	 settlement	
14
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muttering	to	me	that	these	were	bad	and	dangerous	people,	and	that	they	
would	 try	 to	 poison	us	 if	we	 stayed.	 	 Instead	of	 staying,	we	pushed	on	
until	after	dark—an	unusual	thing	to	do	when	traveling	in	the	forest—and	
camped	in	an	uncomfortable,	swampy	hollow.
	 Maičo	 explained	 to	 me	 that	 Hani	 Kamaya	 had	 not	 given	 us	 food	
and	that	this	was	an	indication	of	his	character.		It	was	reasonable	to	fear	
















	 Both	Kučo	 and	Hani	Kamaya	were	unable	 to	 travel	 to	 the	mission	
villages	 or	 even	 to	 venture	 far	 from	 their	 home	 territories.	 	They	 had	
established	 and	 maintained	 fierce	 reputations	 and	 were	 certainly	 not	
ever	 ridiculed	or	considered	 funny	by	other	Hoti	people.	 	Despite	 their	
reputations	 as	 powerful	 shamans,	 they	 were	 unable	 to	 attract	 a	 large	
following,	and	even	their	adult	children	had	left	to	join	other	settlements	
nearer	the	missions.		
	 Both	Kučo	 and	Hani	Kamaya	were	 feared	because	my	 companions	
thought	 them	 to	 be	 yowali.	 	 Anyone	 can	 become	 yowali	 (under	 many	
circumstances	it	is	not	immoral	in itself	to	be	yowali)	through	grief	or	illness,	
or	through	the	actions	of	others	that	make	you	angry,	or	through	solitude.	
In	 addition	 to	 a	 lack	of	generosity	being	 an	 indication	 that	 someone	 is	
yowali,	wanting	to	be	alone	is	also	yowali.		The	willful	rejection	of	sociality	
and	conviviality	 is	 equated	 to	meanness.	 	Kučo	and	Hani	Kamaya	were	
both	condemned	to	solitude	by	their	power	and	their	reputation,	and	also	
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Figure 5: Hani Kamaya’s sons
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TIMOTEO, ICU DODO, AND KWAICA
	 Timoteo	is	acknowledged	by	everyone	in	the	mission	village	of	Caño	
Iguana	as	someone	who	“knows	well”	(ti anku)	and	as	a	Light	One.		Such	
unanimity	 in	 deferring	 to	 him	 as	 an	 authority	 on	 the	 behavior	 of	 the	
other-than-human	Outside	beings	is	an	indication	of	a	very	considerable	













Kwaica	 called	a	meeting	 in	Timoteo’s	house,	making	 the	unusual	 claim	
that	they	were	“going	to	teach.”		This	was	the	first	of	several	meetings	that	
they	hosted	over	 a	period	of	 about	a	month	 in	October	and	November	
1996,	which	almost	the	entire	village	attended.		The	meetings	began	with	
the	 boys	 giving	 instruction,	mainly	 directed	 at	 children,	 on	 appropriate	
behavior.		There	was	broad	agreement	from	the	assembly	with	what	they	
were	 saying:	“People	 should	not	 take	 food	 from	other	people’s	 gardens”	








in	 any	 other	 context	 would	 have	 been	 completely	 unacceptable	 to	 the	
Hoti.
	 Icu	Dodo	and	Kwaica	began	to	make	threats.		They	said	that	hunters	
should	 always	 come	 to	 them	 before	 going	 in	 search	 of	 animals,	 or	
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particular	had	demonstrated	 this	 capacity	as	a	 small	 child.	 	His	mother	
said	she	had	known	of	his	shamanic	potential	since	he	was	only	a	few	years	





the	 boys’	 behavior.	 	 However,	 after	 several	 of	 these	 meetings	 in	 his	
house,	he	 let	 it	 to	be	known	discretely	 that	 Icu	Dodo	and	Kwaica	were	















the	 community	was	 briefly	 caught	 off	 guard	by	 these	 teenage	 shamans,	
who,	through	political	ineptitude,	managed	eventually	to	undermine	their	
own	growing	authority.	 	 Indeed,	 the	Hoti’s	 anti-hierarchical	ethos	 itself	
made	 it	 impossible	 for	 the	 community	 to	 discount	 the	 boys’	 claims	 on	
the	basis	of	 their	age,	 inexperience,	or	even	their	demonstrated	political	
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degree	 to	which	others	 accept	 their	 version	of	 the	world	as	 an	accurate	
interpretation.		But	undoubtedly,	the	personal	experience	of	one’s	followers	




that	 the	Hoti	 now	 inhabit.	 	These	 stories	 repeat,	 in	 slapstick	 style,	 the	
common	Amazonian	message	that	power	deranges.11		The	gods	are	driven	
insane	by	the	powers	they	wield,	and	they	become	clowns	who	are	nightly	









understandings	 that	make	 clear	 the	 immorality	 of	making	other	people	
afraid,	seeking	to	control	others,	and	behaving	ungenerously.		A	shaman	
who	seeks	 to	control	others	by	 inducing	 fear	 is,	by	definition,	using	his	
power	and	knowledge	selfishly	and	ungenerously.12
THE SUBLIME AND THE LIMITS OF FEAR
	 From	 the	 discussion	 above,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 there	 are	 limits	 to	 the	
shamanic	powers	a	person	can	accumulate	and	a	limit	to	the	fear	that	they	
19
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can	induce	in	others.		To	be	fearful	is	to	be	human	(cf.		Howell	1989:45).	
To	be	fearful	is	a	valued	condition,	one	that	affirms	humanity.		Yet	Hoti	















even	 while	 it	 is	 also	 awesome	 and	 fear	 inducing.	 	 In	 Edmund	 Burke’s	
words:










A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful,	
IV,7,	1756,	cited	in	Eco	2004:293).
	 The	Hoti	shamans	can	be	considered	sublime,	but	should	their	actions	
reveal	 a	 dangerous	 intent	 (either	 ungenerous	 or	 directly	 threatening),	
their	knowledge	no	 longer	 induces	 in	 their	communities	a	 sense	of	awe	
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the	sublime	(cited	in	Eco	2004:295).		When	the	fearfulness	becomes	too	
intense,	when	it	is	“carried	to	violence,”	when	Hoti	people	believe	that	they	














also	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 knowledge.	 	This	 knowledge	 is	 used	 to	 heal	 and	
protect	 their	 community,	 to	 find	 plentiful	 game,	 and	 to	 ensure	 human	
fertility.		However,	as	shown	above,	not	all	shamans	are	politically	skillful	
and	some	have	difficulty	maintaining	their	position.		
	 Because	 of	 their	 great	 knowledge	 Light	 Ones	 are	 the	 objects	 of	
awe	 and	 respect.	 	The	 power	 they	 command	 is	 clearly	 problematic	 for	
such	 a	 highly	 egalitarian	 society.	 	 Their	 communities	 obviously	 value	
and	 draw	 reassurance	 from	 their	 presence,	 but	 other	 groups	 may	 find	
them	intimidating	and	even	terrifying.	 	The	difficulty	 for	shamans	 is	 in	
maintaining	 a	 reputation	 as	 powerful,	 while	 reassuring	 other	 people	 of	
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the	 threats	 they	 face,	 including	 fear-inducing	Others	 in	 all	 their	 forms.	





in	Venezuela	since	the	1970s,	and	 is	derived	from	the	word	hodï (ho +	animate	
plural	suffix,	dï).		It	is	not,	strictly	speaking,	an	auto-denomination,	since	the	word	
ho means	“person,”	or	sentient	being,	and	does	not	necessarily	distinguish	the	Hoti	
from	 other	 humans,	 or	 humans	 from	 other	 persons	 (animals	 and	 supernatural	
beings).		The	Hoti	do	not	have	an	objective	name	for	themselves	as	a	group,	but	
instead	refer	to	“I,”	“we,”	“us,”	or	“my	people.”
	 2.	 	The	fieldwork	upon	which	this	paper	 is	based	was	undertaken	between	
April	1994	and	March	1997.






	 5.	 	 Signe	 Howell	 describes	 something	 very	 similar	 for	 the	 Chewong	 of	
Malaysia,	who	 say	 that	 “to	 be	 angry	 is	 not	 to	 be	 human,	 but	 to	 be	 fearful	 is”	
(1989:45).
	 6.		See	also,	for	example,	Overing	(1981,	1990);	Black	(1977);	Rivière	(1994);	
Viveiros	 de	 Castro	 (1992,	 1996,	 1998a,	 1998b);	 and	 Londoño	 Sulkin	 (2000,	
2005).
	 7.	 	The	 word	 čo	 directly	 translates	 the	 word	 “outside,”	 as	 in	 “outside	 the	
house.”		It	can	also	mean	“forest”	or	“sky,”	and	it	refers	to	the	domain	of	dreams	
22
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